Real appreciation of Geoffrey Hill's The Daybooks has been slow. In relation to Clavics (2011), the fourth 'Daybook', the issue of his 'difficulty' has again come to the fore in responses. Actually, so-called difficulty may have less to do with stylistic features or allusion than with questions concerning Hill's arguments and his Christian humanism. This essay sets up a Gradum ad Parnassum of 'difficulty', moving from a relatively easy poem to one at the highest level of challenge. It looks at this collection's engagement with seventeenth-century music and religious faith. This is focused on Hill's view of the royal composer William Lawes (1602-1645), who he sees as a heroic figure struggling to fulfil the true mission of the artist amid the ill-temper and chaos of his times: the 'world in its rot'. The conclusion here is that Clavics is not some ne plus ultra of difficulty, but a boldly original lyric sequence, interrogating the true role of the artist, and other figures, in relation to the discords of national history.
and style of Poussin or Claude Lorrain, obscuring aspects of the originals, and filling their outlines with violent and odd colours and subject-matter -we can see immediately the appeal. When one critic complains that 'the rhymes force the poet to manic play that makes the syntax skitter four ways at once', or another suggests that '[Herbert's] crimped lines don't always suit Hill's coarse-hewn style', they are missing the point. 4 Hill is quite capable of using these forms with grace and poise; he demonstrates this, for example, in poems 5 and 26. At other times, however, we are clearly supposed to experience a disjuncture between seventeenthcentury form and twenty-first-century dissonance. There is a Basquiatlike graffiti element here, the palimpsest of seventeenth-century manner almost covered over by wilful contemporary smudges and musings.
In what exactly then does the 'difficulty' consist? This is not an easy question. The once-difficult Waste Land has been smoothed over with glosses and explanations so that the only real difficulty now is related to form: voices, dislocations, abruptions. No doubt, before long, there will be a full paraphrase of Clavics. Actually, local complexity -twists and turns of syntax, elisions, jumps of argument, double meanings, punsgives way quite easily to the patient reader. This is the lower end of that kind of friction with which Hill wants the reader to experience meaning.
The range of allusion is relatively challenging, sometimes recondite, but while we should not minimize this we should not exaggerate it either. I think one more significant type of difficulty does arise. The 'strategic position' 5 of the volume is a deep kind of Christian humanism: Hill's response to the world twisted and contorted by sin -whether our own, or the centre of concern here, the world of the Civil Wars -is a twisted and contorted manner that is necessary, as far as he is concerned, to avoid what he calls elsewhere 'collusion with the ruling imbecilities'. 6 One real element of challenge, in other words, lies in his viewpoint and the unusual nature of some of his arguments: his determination, for example, to see deeply into a fallen but heroic national history, and to celebrate quasi-martyrs and saints within it. These are people whose integrity of necessity does battle with their times. At its simplest, what we are looking at is a serious attempt to come to terms with the present via a real grappling with a different but similar past. royalists, and all of them may have been present at the Battle of Chester, one of the last royalist defeats of the first Civil War. It seems no accident, given Hill's Christian humanism and his opposition to 'the spirit of the age', that a defeat should lie at the heart of his story.
On 24 September 1645, Charles I, standing high up on the walls of Chester, on the Phoenix Tower, had some kind of view of the brutal defeat of his forces two miles to the south-east, at Rowton Heath. That day William Lawes was killed by a bullet even though, as one of the king's composers, he was supposed to be protected from the front ranks of battle. 8 Most biographers are convinced that Henry Lawes and both
Vaughans were also present (in the case of the Vaughans, the DNB thinks this 'probable'). Two of Britain's finest composers, one of her finest poets, and a gracious mystic, may all have been on or near the battlefield. Poem 3 starts with the punning epitaph that came to be associated with Lawes: 'William Lawes was slain by those whose wills were laws'. 9 This was a royalist snub at parliamentarians, a witticism that resonates with some of the deepest grounds of the ideological conflict in relation to ideas of authority, free will, obedience, national community, and subjection. It is clear enough that Hill also takes it as a rebuff to the liberal mind today; it is 'the assertive rebellious will' which he derogates elsewhere. 10 The epitaph seems to be spoken here, as first thought of, by an ardent royalist consoling the king (hence the 'sire' of line 2), for the king was deeply upset at Lawes' death. The longing here is that Lawes might come back to life and compose 'Again' (3). The following lines evoke him in the process of composition and then suggest some of the characteristics of his music. Implicitly here the thought contained within the epitaph is extended: Lawes' music may be 'extravagant' (7) -'fantasies' (10), i.e. fantasias, were one of his favourite forms; his music was the acme of loveliness, like the deliciously handsome Narcissus (11) -but it was created by, contained within, an underlying discipline of sensibility.
The hand that composed the music was 'swift and neat' (4); almost oxymoronically there was 'extravagant command / Purposeful frills' (7) (8) . There was the disciplined movement of 'the upthrust and downthrust pen' (9), so different from the slashing thrusts of sword and pike in war's chaos. Some of Lawes' best music was consort suites and setts: for example the Viol Consort Setts for five and six viols and organ, and the Royal Consort Suites. 11 Lawes that has the mood of a winter sky as in the scene-painting of a masque'. This music may be extravagant in its treatment of keys, its harmonic shifts and surprises, but often it has an underlying sadness and is highly controlled in its (masque-like) artifice. From that thought, we move abruptly to an evocation of the composer's death (17) (18) (19) (20) .
The second section of the poem, the coda (which deploys the 'Easter wings' form) may appear more complex, and no doubt bears more explication than I have space to give it here, but its essential thought is that 'You can't keep destroying beauty': the death of Lawes is unique: it is like a solstice ('no sun' 26), without the 'dying climb' (27) that gives us back the springtime. Lawes is an 'impassionate lost thistle-rhomb' (29), the spores of the circle (rhomb) of the thistle blown off on the wind.
The next level of difficulty in the poems of Clavics does not reside primarily in lexis or allusion but rather -as implied earlier -in the challenge of what is being said. That is to say, if we are honest, and exercise just a little patience, we cannot claim that recondite vocabulary or some over-twisted syntax is really what is blocking access to the poem.
We are being invited down a certain pathway of thought, but it is so genuinely unexpected that we may find ourselves mistrusting the signs set before us. Poem 19 seems to me a good instance of this. Again, the issue here is the theme of national history. As a Christian, Hill believes in original sin and in the fall (something which is thematically important through the volume as a whole). As we have seen in poem 3, he is concerned with the entanglements between the best and worst in human nature, between high cultural beauty and the baseness embodied in war.
In this context, though the turmoil of the Civil Wars is at the heart of the volume, the collection also evokes a range of other periods of English history, seeking, as we shall see, a larger historical perspective on time.
Poem 19's opening is simple enough: 'Into life we fell by brute eviction'
(1). This is not only our individual evictions from the womb, but also our individual births into the stream of fallen history, history disfigured by sin. 'Brute' suggests the physical jolt of birth, and also, in part, how we become brutes because of it, entered upon the self-alienation that must be part of our personal history:
To feel by trust him to press on with, and stay true to, their joint (and unpopular) policies: 'for now let men's spittle bear as foul a froth as it will, you do your duty, and are quiet within'. 16 As a whole, the passage evokes with extraordinary panache, the sheer pity and horror of conflict, parliament almost obliged, like ushers at a funeral, to wave their wands, and, 'Heal the self-wounds and splits in the nation. May we be orientated to accept Charity and rejoice in it. Take forward the instauration (renovation) of our great national themes (musical subjects, ideas, beliefs), so that even the heterophones (discords, oppositional perspectives) may make some kind of sense in the larger national music'.
In plain English, this seems the meaning here.
No doubt Hill will have plenty of opponents for a poem like this. To those for whom the older version of a Whig or Marxist historiography of the seventeenth century remains unnuanced, it is going to look nostalgic or plainly reactionary. But as a religious poem, by a believing poet, it can be read as making significant sense. Hill looks at this patch of historywhich is, in one sense, any patch of history -to try and see the providential pattern, but Providence cannot be read off from it in a simple way. He can see only in a glass darkly. As in the opening lines here, history looks bleak, but Hill wants to insist on, wants to yearn for - Anglos, from the early eleventh century: his attack on the vices of the English and his call for national repentance. In 15 we are clearly being reminded that our present time is a small part of a much larger continuity. In the second instance, 23, we are being asked to remember that sin is ongoing, that it is forever something from which we have to be called back to be our true selves. The volume's disparate subject-matter is a way of insisting that a national history is all of a piece, and that to live well we have to place ourselves within it. Hence, for example, number 9, an opaque poem indeed, but which I take to refer to the work of the codebreaker Alan Turing in the Second World War.
It is in this wider context that I would like to explicate poem 13, which seems to me one of the other definite masterpieces of the collection, but also -emerging out of the argument above -a clearly self-reflexive poem. The concerns of The Enemy's Country are again at play here.
Essentially, those essays were intent on defining the hard task facing the real poet in the face of the distortions of his times, the distortions of the market-place and reception, and the difficulties of 'competing with the strengths and resistances and enticements of the English language'. 18 The point is that Dryden, for example -the true poet, the true artist -can find himself surrounded by factors that militate against his art: a lack of unworried time in which to write, a shortage of money, the distortions inflicted by the workings of patronage in an aristocratic society, and so forth. Amid these pressures, how does the poet continue to work with integrity? How does the creative will resist the humdrum, the secondrate, the gravitational pull of cliché and slipshoddery, amid 'the inchoate In what corpse-rift unknown; Riffraffed the day. (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) This is the strange, wonderful music of Hill's late style. The argument is simple enough: if we can imagine a jazz-like temperament at work in Lawes' music, we have to face the fact that he was also capable of very serious action: the decision to join the King's cavalry, and the decision to then put himself into the heart of the strife in a dangerous battle.
'Unmerrily / to register' (11) (12) is an interesting locution, as though Lawes were, through this action, registering or confirming his commitment to the royalist cause. 'Corpse-rift' (15) is suddenly epic, something more than simple 'burial-place', for it suggests at one and the same time the likelihood of a casual post-battlefield burial -corpses tossed into a quick-dug trench -and the sense that this is some mystical cleft in the earth. 'Riffraffed' is exotic but precise: OED gives riff-raff as a noun meaning 'a tumult, a racket; the sound of this' (n. 2 ), so the verb seems a reasonable and evocative extension as applied to the day of battle. All this leads up to the poem's crucial lines:
Lawes makes his way in grinding the textures Of harmony; so I think, here's a mind
Would have vexed yours
With late unharpied bounty wrought to find. (17) (18) (19) (20) It is 'grinding' that is so finely judged. There is one first-level, obvious meaning: that Lawes is workmanly: just as the painter grinds his colours, making them with careful, exact precision, just so the composer creates his subtle blending of harmony and dissonance. We may be reminded of the following passage from The Enemy's Country describing Dryden's work on his Virgil translations:
On the evidence of his own critical writings and autobiographical allusions it appears that Dryden bears in mind two kinds of 'labor': the tenacity of the craftsman and the drudgery of the hack.
It is a matter of angry pride with him to redeem the circumstances of the second by exercising the skill and judgement of the first. 21 Lawes is a 'redeemer' in this sense. But there is, in fact, another passage that is even closer to the feel of these lines. This describes Andrew Marvell in the 1660s, dragged out from the world of utopian time so beautifully evoked in his poetry:
In October 1666 he writes to the Mayor of Hull 'really busynesse dos so multiply of late that I can scarce snatch time to write to you'. Barely adumbrated in this hasty phrase is that Horatian theme which Marvell, a poet acutely aware of the perils and ecstasies of 'snatching time', had found so appealing. But now there is no time, no otium amid the grinding parliamentary negotium [business, difficulty, trouble], for anything other than expedient coining, no place for the gratuitous word-play which is at the same time a considered judgement upon the world of business. 22 Finally, we may trace back both these kinds of 'grinding' to another passage in Lefkowitz 'Grinding / the texture of his harmonies' suggests then 'the tenacity of the craftsman', the opposition of the world that demands this effort, and, in the context of music, the timbre of Lawes' work, the way it is able to draw 'dissonant harmonies' into a lovely whole. His use of harmony and dissonance is beautiful partly because of how it engages meaningfully with the bitter-sweet of the fallen world. The crucial point here, then, is all we can pray for is that artists, chefs and saints may still appear to blithe it. 24 Hill's thinking, however, is clearly in a different mood and key. Where Auden celebrates in lively fashion this seemingly hopeful, even lighthearted, defiance of the self-importance and distortions of the supposed history-makers, Hill wants to register a greater sense of cost: how difficult is the making of true art, its integrity a form of resistance connected to faith. In poem 27, almost in the voice of the Vaughan twins and Lawes -all, as he assumes, profoundly religious men -he speaks of the fallen world bluntly as the 'World in its rot', and praises the Vaughans and Lawes for 'Faith / Their good habit' (7) (8) . 25 Further critical readings of Clavics will no doubt reveal other significant themes, but at this stage in our understanding this emphasis seems a useful one. Manuscript ID English-2013-018 entitled "'Grinding the textures of harmony': Heroic Difficulty in Geoffrey Hill's Clavics" which you submitted to the journal "English", has been reviewed and we are very pleased to announce that the referees have recommended publication, subject to some very minor revisions to your manuscript. The comments of the referees are included at the bottom of this letter.
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